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Abstract 
Language has immense power. It frames the lens of reason through which we comprehend the 
world around us, and we describe it through this language. However, not all can harness that 
power, and the knowledge behind defines this world. This project enlightens the limitations 
and manipulations of language, we otherwise do not question; rhetorical and metaphorical pat-
terns of thought behind descriptions of what we do not know. It focuses on a novel published 
first in 1929, written by a white female author seeking to break new ground on controversial 
literature of her era, by writing about the aborigine people of North West Australia, specifically 
a young black woman and her life at the station of Wytaliba. The project reveals an inherent 
rhetorical ambiguity in the novel, when it comes to representation of aborigine culture com-
pared to Australian culture, and analyses this ambiguity through metaphorical and rhetorical 
criticism with the purpose of concluding whether or not the novel can be said to have a posi-
tive or negative influence on the race and gender controversies of Australia.  
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Introduction 
Literature has the power to document how ideas transpire through a cultural lens changing 
through time as humanity develops, which is why literary analysis is so crucial to this project. 
Postcolonial literature is a field I enter with caution and fascination, not only because of the 
obvious cultural and anthropological aspect, but also largely because of the presentation and 
representation of these ideas through a literary, symbolic and thematic medium, largely 
available by the dominant majority of Australian historiography, white Australia. This project 
will focus specifically on this medium and how it is both irrevocably influenced by but also 
changes and shapes the ideas of its' own time through use of imagery, metaphors, 
representations and misrepresentations of aboriginal Australia in the 1920's. 
 
Using core texts within the postcolonial field of study, and the field of literary analysis the 
project seeks to analyse the novel in a literary discourse, revealing both its' controversies and 
prejudices according to its' time and understanding of the aborigine narrative which it is 
aiming to depict. The project will  map out both the liberating and oppressing ways the novel 
presents aboriginal culture to its' readers, and the ambiguities in between, through use of 
certain linguistic characteristics. It will furthermore discuss this presentation in accordance 
with postcolonial theory focussing on terms as “otherness” and “Orientalism.” 
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Research questions 
In order to achieve the goal at hand, the field of research will have to be narrowed down, which 
has lead me to focus mainly on the following three questions of interest within this particular 
area. The primary question will be the general thread through the project, and the following 
secondary questions serves as elaboratives and additionals to this primary thread. 
 
They are as follows: 
In which ways are indigenous aborigine culture presented in "Coonardoo: The Well in the Shadow" 
as opposed to white Australian culture and to what extent does the novel pose a positive or 
negative representation? 
 
 - Through which metaphors and themes of the novel are the aborigines 
 represented and what is the possible ambiguity inherent in them? 
 
 - How does the post-colonial background influence the work and how it is read and 
 understood, in 1929 and today? 
 
Research boundaries 
Although it would have been tempting and fully relevant to involve the entire field of 
postcolonial and literary theory, the resources provided makes this near impossible. Therefore, 
for the sake of gaining tangible results the texts used to represent the two theoretical 
perspectives are limited to a few, as are the theoreticians. As such, the postcolonial framework 
will be represented by the views of Gayatri C. Spivak in selected articles and Edward W. Said in 
selected chapters of “Orientalism.” 
 
In literary theory I will be working with George Lakoff, “Metaphors and War” on metaphors and 
how they shape ideas and representations, and Alan Bailin's article “Ambiguity and Metaphors,” 
and for the methodological literary field Sonja K. Foss' "Rhetorical Criticism: Exploration and 
Practice". In addition, I have limited my analytical field to just one novel; “Coonardoo: The Well in 
the Shadow” by Katherine Pritchard. I am fully aware of the fact that these limitations will 
influence what this project can say about the field in general, but in order to say something 
correct it is better to narrow one's gaze, and go into depth with a specific example. 
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Terminology 
Discourse 
In discourse analysis is a conceptual generalization of conversation within each modality and 
context of communication. It is also defined as the totality of vocabulary used in a given field of 
intellectual enquiry and of social practice, such as legal discourse, medical discourse, religious 
discourse, et cetera. In the work of Michel Foucault and that of the social theoreticians he 
inspired, discourse describes “an entity of sequences, of signs, in that they are enouncements”, 
statements in conversation.1 
Subaltern 
In critical theory and postcolonial theory, subaltern refers to the populations that are socially, 
politically and geographically outside of the hegemonic power structure. The term subaltern is 
derived from Antonio Gramsci's work on cultural hegemony, which identified the groups that 
are excluded from a society's established structures for political representation and therefore 
denied the means by which people have a voice in their society 2. 
Hegemony 
The Marxist theory of cultural hegemony, associated particularly with Antonio Gramsci, is the 
idea that the ruling class can manipulate the value system and mores of a society, so that their 
view becomes the worldview.  Terry Eagleton states; "Gramsci normally uses the word hegemony to 
mean the ways in which a governing power wins consent to its rule from those it subjugates". In 
contrast to authoritarian rule, cultural hegemony "is hegemonic only if those affected by it also 
consent to and struggle over its common sense"3. 
Otherness 
"Other" is a concept of the identity of difference that is discussed within some works of 
continental philosophy and the terminology of anthropology. The state or characteristic of 
"Other" is being different from or alien to the identity of selfhood and social identity. 
Therefore, it is perceived as dissimilar or opposite to being "us" or the “same.” The terms the 
"other", "Other" and "Otherness" refer to who and what is distinctly separate from the 
                                                 
1: M. Foucault (1969). L'Archéologie du savoir. Paris: Éditions Gallimard. 
2: Green, Marcus E. "Rethinking the Subaltern and the Question of Censorship in Gramsci's Prison Notebooks," Postcolonial Studies, 
Volume 14, Number 4 (2011): 385-402. 
3Terry Eagleton, Ideology: An Introduction (London: Verso, 1991) 
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symbolic, the real, aesthetic or political norm from identity and conventional selfhood4.   
Orientalism 
Orientalism is a style of thought with which the West defines the Orient. It becomes a powerful 
tool of domination because it constructs the oriental subject through western knowledge of its’ 
historiography. It is not perceived to have anything to do with the 'real' Orient such as it is, but 
rather the western or European idea or image of the Orient constructed and reconstructed 
through certain political, cultural, verbal and literary patterns of expressional discourse and 
action5. 
 
Postcolonial Theory 
To cover the postcolonial perspective, I have chosen articles from two major theoreticians, 
namely Gayatri C. Spivak and Edward Said. In the following chapter I will introduce the general 
ideas, arguments and themes of the texts chosen to depict the postcolonial theoretical 
background from which “Coonardoo: The Well in the Shadow” will be viewed thematically in the 
analysis. The aim of this chapter is to present the selected texts specifically according to their 
content, not to give a thorough understanding of the entire field of postcolonial theory, but a 
concise understanding of the postcolonial notions of these particular articles, within this given 
field. 
“Can the Subaltern Speak?” by: Gayatri C. Spivak 
"Can the Subaltern Speak?" may be Spivak's best known essay; it is certainly her most 
controversial. It focuses on how postcolonial critics, like many feminists, want to give silenced 
'Others' a voice. This text demonstrates Spivak's concern for the processes whereby 
postcolonial studies ironically re-inscribe neo-colonial imperatives of political domination, 
economic exploitation, and cultural erasure. She expresses worry that the postcolonial critic 
unknowingly is complicit in the task of imperialism. According to Spivak, postcolonial studies 
must encourage, that postcolonial intellectuals learn, that their privilege is their loss.    
 
As a way of criticising the scholars’ assumptions concerning the subaltern in colonial texts, 
                                                 
4: Miller, J (2008)."Otherness"The SAGE encyclopedia of qualitative research methods. Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE Publications, 
Inc. pp. 588–591. 
5: Said, Edward. "Orientialism," New York: Vintage Books, 1979: 364 
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Spivak turns to poststructuralist thinkers such as Michel Foucault and Gilles Deleuze who 
challenge the notion that human individuals are sovereign subjects with autonomy over their 
identity. As poststructuralism states, human consciousness is constructed discursively. Our 
subjectivity is constructed by the shifting discourses of power, which endlessly speak through 
us, situating us in particular positions and relations. We do not construct our identities, we 
have it written for us; the subject cannot be sovereign over the construction of selfhood. 
Instead the subject is decentralised, in that its' consciousness is always being constructed from 
positions outside of itself (Spivak, 1995: 27). 
 
She points out that Foucault views intellectual power as discursively producing the subject 
over which it then rules, which then becomes interesting when looking at the novel used for 
this project, because the author is a white intellectual woman portraying, and therefore 
producing the subject; a young aborigine woman. Of course, no discourse succeeds in 
obliterating all alternative discourses. Intellectuals have tried to create counter discourses that 
contest the dominant discourses, with the hope of connecting with the oppressed. It can be 
argued that this was exactly Prichards’ aim with the novel. 
 
Spivak sees postcolonial studies as a new example of this attempt to liberate the 'Other' and to 
enable that 'Other' to articulate the parts of itself that fall outside what the dominant discourse 
has constituted as it's identity. She asks whether such work can succeed. Is it possible, with or 
without the intervention of well-intentioned intellectuals, which the "subaltern" can speak? 
Her blunt answer is no. Furthermore, she states that the notion of the feminine, rather than 
the subaltern of imperialism, has been used in a similar way within deconstructive criticism. 
She argues that within the itinerary of the subaltern subject the track of sexual difference is 
doubly effected: 
 
“The question is not of female participation in insurgency, or the ground rules of the  sexual 
division of labour, for both of which there is 'evidence.' It is rather that both as object of 
colonialist historiography and as subject of insurgency, the construction of gender keeps the male 
dominant. If, in the context of colonial production the subaltern has no history and cannot speak, 
the subaltern female is even more deeply in shadow.” 
 (Spivak, 1995: 28). 
 
This becomes interesting when viewing the case novel at hand, since the main character is by 
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all means a subaltern female, described by a white privileged female. 
 
Because subalterns exist, to some extent, outside power, advocates of political transformation 
have consistently used them as a potential source of change. Marxists speak both of and for the 
proletariat, feminists both of and for oppressed women, and anti-colonialists of and subaltern 
peoples. In a way, Spivak is reacting against this tendency, especially against the notion that 
subaltern peoples must lead the fight against multinational global capitalism. To assign them 
that role is to repeat colonialism's basic violence, which views non-Europeans as important 
only insofar as they follow Western scripts. (Spivak, 1995: 28) 
 
“Knowing the Oriental” and “Crisis” in; “Orientalism" by: Edward W. Said 
Said starts by addressing the fact that the Orient played a vital role in the construction of the 
European culture as the powerful Other, meaning that the Orient helped to define Europe as its 
contrast, both in idea, society and culture. His research subject is what he calls Orientalism, by 
which he understands a combined representation of the Orient in the Western culture, science 
and politics. Transcending the borders of all these fields, it becomes a style of thought based 
upon an ontological and epistemological distinction made between "the Orient" and the West. 
 
Furthermore, it transforms into a powerful political instrument of domination, as a Western 
style of dominating, restructuring, and condescending the Orient. He then states that the 
Western image of the Orient has little to do with the real Orient; Orientalism is not simply the 
work of European imagination, and not simply a set of misrepresentations about the Orient, it's 
a “created body of theory and practice in which, for many generations, there has been a considerable 
material investment.” (Said, 1978: 6) 
 
He then goes on to ask how relevant it is to consider that the lines between individual writing, 
particularly in case of literary fiction, and hegemonic strategies have been blurred. He asserts 
that there is no pure knowledge, but rather all knowledge is shaped by ideological positions: 
One cannot hope to detach the scholar from his circumstances of life, from his involvement 
with a class, a set of beliefs, a social position, or from being a member of a particular society. 
The same, he argues, is the case with literature. The link between ideology and literature is not 
simplistic, but still it is unavoidable. He describes the link between the two in the following 
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way: 
“Orientalism is not a mere political subject matter or field that is reflected passively by culture, 
scholarship, or institutions; nor is it a large and diffuse collection of texts about the Orient; nor is 
it representative and expressive of some nefarious "Western" imperialist plot to hold down the 
"Oriental" world. It is rather a distribution of geopolitical awareness into aesthetic, scholarly, 
economic, sociological, historical, and philological texts.” (Said, 1978: 12) 
As an example, I will single out Said's analysis of the public speeches and writings of a British 
imperialist of the early 20th century about the Egypt, stating that since the British imperial 
authorities know better their country, they have a natural right to rule it. British knowledge of 
Egypt is Egypt for Balfour, and knowledge makes questions as inferiority and superiority petty 
ones. Balfour does not challenge British superiority and Egyptian inferiority; he takes them for 
granted as he describes the consequences of knowledge. 
 
However, political domination still had to be justified. Therefore during the 19th century a 
variety of theories turned up which constructed the colonial subject as inferior to Europeans—
in logic, culture, moral, voice etc. Many resources were invented in this vision of Oriental 
people, as it justified and legitimised domination. The Orient was then viewed as if framed by 
the classroom, the criminal court, the prison, the illustrated manual (Said, 1978: 41). 
Said argues that the West understood the Orient based on text and literature. He explores 
different ways of how competence, represented in texts might be far from reality, but the 
cultural stationary condition will keep on reproducing incorrect views: 
“A text purporting to contain knowledge about something actual, and arising out of 
circumstances similar to the ones I have just described, is not easily dismissed. Expertise is 
attributed to it. The authority of academics, institutions, and governments can accrue to it, 
surrounding it with still greater prestige than its practical successes warrant. Most important, 
such texts can create not only knowledge but also the very reality they appear to describe. In time 
such knowledge and reality produce a tradition.” (Said, 1978: 94) 
 
The result of this literary process were obvious. Soon in the European cultural world, the 
Orient such as it was, would be completely replaced by the textually constructed knowledge of 
Orientalism. Orientalism still has a firm footing in the Western academia. The perfidious 
Chinese, half-naked Indians, and passive Muslims are described as vultures and are damned 
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when we 'lose them' to communism, or to their unregenerate Oriental instincts: the difference 
is scarcely significant. The West is still the actor, the Orient a passive reactor. The West is the 
spectator, the judge and jury, of every facet of Oriental behaviour. (Said, 1978: 108 – 109) 
Literary Theory 
As to go in depth with the literary aspect of this project, I have chosen articles from two 
literary scholars, George Lakoff and Alan Bailin. In this chapter, I will attempt to depict the 
general notions of the two articles “Metaphors and War” and “Ambiguity and Metaphor” because I 
intend to use metaphoric criticism to analyse the case novel I have chosen. This chapter 
therefore only concerns these two articles and their specific view on the usage of metaphors in 
literature within the field of literary theory, and it should represent the literary theoretical 
background on which the methodology to analyse the case is built. 
“Metaphors and War” by: George Lakoff 
Lakoff starts out by stating that metaphorical thought in itself is neither good nor bad, it is 
simply common and inescapable: all sorts of abstractions are understood as routine through 
metaphor. He states that the system of metaphorical thought is a mostly unconscious system 
that we all use relatively unreflectively every day. Lakoff claims that the metaphorical 
understanding of a given situation functions in two parts; the widely known relatively fixed 
collective of metaphors that influences how we think, and secondly the set of metaphorical 
definitions that allow the application of such thought to a situation. This two-parted 
understanding of metaphorical thought processes is thus not inherently bad but he does state 
that “the use of a metaphor with a set of definitions becomes pernicious when it hides realities in a 
harmful way.” (Lakoff, 1991: 1) 
 
His example of this is Clausewitz's metaphor: 'War is politics pursued by other means.' A metaphor 
connected to a cost/benefit analysis of the justification of war, built on the notion that each 
state has political objectives and war can be a way of serving those objectives. Thereby the 
political gains are to be weighed against acceptable costs of war. The problem with the 
widespread acceptance of this metaphor is the question of what exactly makes a metaphor 
differ from literal truth. How does it form understanding of war and what very tangible 
realities does it hide? 
 
He goes on by exploring the metaphorical systems through which both experts and the general 
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public views the state; as a person. The public gives the state human traits; wellbeing is wealth 
and economy, maturity is industrial capability – less industrious states especially Third World 
countries are viewed as underdeveloped and childish with a need for guidance from the more 
industrious ones. Strength is military strength; rational thought is increasing self-interests and 
so on. The logic behind the usage of these metaphors is that since it's in everyone's interest to 
be strong and healthy, a rational state would seek to increase wealth and military might 
(Lakoff, 1991: 3). 
 
Within social sciences, it is common to view self-interest as rational, therefore in the 
metaphorical thought system rational action translates into maximizing gains and decreasing 
losses. The problem with this metaphor is that viewing the state as a person effectively hides 
the internal structure of the state; class differences, ethnic composition, political parties, 
religious disputes and influences by the military and multinational corporations. (Lakoff, 1991: 
13). 
 
Lakoff then goes on to explain the metaphorical thought behind the concept of a “just war,” 
casting the nation states as characters, being the hero, the victim and the villain. A 
characterization he claims, is the most natural way to justify war, because the metaphorical 
definitions provides the states with abstract traits that are easily understandable and 
defensible by the public. He further describes how other common metaphors depicts the 
realities  of war; the state equals the ruler, the expert's equals rational thought, risks equals 
gambling and the casual commerce metaphor – meaning an effect is an object transferred from 
cause to an affected party. 
 
Following is the analysis of the war between America and Iraq in the gulf, which will not be 
discussed or referred to since it is not relevant to the case at hand that is this projects main 
focus. 
In the end of the article Lakoff concludes that reality exists, and so does the metaphorical 
thought system which we use to comprehend this reality – but what metaphors actually do is 
highlight what we already see, limit what we would otherwise notice and provide the 
inferential lens that we see reason through. He states that; “Because of the pervasiveness of 
metaphor in thought, we cannot always stick to discussions of reality in purely literal terms.” (Lakoff, 
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1991: 16) 
 
 
Because metaphor in foreign policy or in everyday language for that matter cannot be avoided, 
he does not object directly to the use of metaphorical discourse, but to the ignorance 
influencing the way we connect metaphorical thought to reality, and the failure or reluctance 
to look closer at what the metaphorical discourse hides from view. He states; “It is in the service 
of reality that we must pay more attention to the mechanisms of metaphorical thought, especially 
because such mechanisms are necessarily used in foreign policy deliberations.” (Lakoff, 1991: 17). 
“Ambiguity and Metaphor” by: Alan Bailin 
Alan Bailin’s article argues that it is possible to account systematically for the frequency of 
appearance of metaphorical and literal poetic ambiguity in terms of their interactions. 
When examining semantic-pragmatic properties of language we have a tendency to consider 
each separately. Nevertheless, in actual texts the properties interact with each other, so to 
achieve a proper understanding of meaning we must consider sematic-pragmatic properties as 
well as the interactions between them. He argues that this is especially important when 
considering literary texts like the case novel of this project, because the exploitation of 
sematic-pragmatic properties is characteristic of literary language. 
 
Metaphorical and literal ambiguities are found in all literary texts, and to Bailin the 
combination of ambiguity and metaphor is interesting because the sense of a word usually can 
be understood metaphorically only if there is no literal sense that could apply (Bailin: 2008, 
153). He argues that this phenomenon can be accounted for by considering notions conceptual 
domains and subdomains. Furthermore, he states that the interactions between these notions 
allows us to have metaphorical ambiguity in certain contexts but not in usual contexts. 
 
Bailin explains that the main domain of a text is; “whatever textual propositions we assume to be 
true plus whatever we can infer from these textual propositions with the help of non-textual background 
knowledge and assumptions that we also take to be true.” (Bailin, 2008: 155) Therefore, the main 
domain can be considered informatively to be whatever the reader assumes true in relation to 
the text. Thus, whatever the writer tells us has happened in accordance with an actual 
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incident, or in this case relating to a novel; what the reader understands the characters to be 
doing. He stresses the fact that the article is not concerned with truth relative to a person's 
knowledge or belief, but with what we understand as true, for the purposes of understanding a 
text. This means of course that at times the reader can know something is false, but take it to 
be true for purposes of interpreting. 
 
The need to adjust the assumptions of truth for the purposes of understanding is a crucial 
ability when interpreting textual properties. Bailin argues that if we were not able to do so, we 
would not be able to understand fictions, where most if not all of what the text claims, is false. 
Truth in itself and in accordance to the real world is therefore not the issue, truth as in relative 
to interpretation is. A subdomain for the text at hand will be considered a conceptual domain, 
which is a subordinate to the set of textual propositions that constitutes the world of the text. 
A dream, a story within a story or even the world as it appears to a specific character in the 
text. The subdomains concerns only propositions referring to a specific set of entities – not in 
the rest of the world of the text (Bailin, 2008: 156). 
 
It should be noted though that the boundaries between domains are a function of the readers’ 
assumptions rather than actual truths or results of words or phrases.  In addition, it should be 
noted that the real world is not the only source domain as a counterpart to the textual 
domains, it can be any set of propositions we assume to be true. 
 
Because of the frameworks  of domains and subdomains, Bailin argues we can now account for 
poetic metaphorical ambiguities by the means of two conditions of interpretation: the 
conditions under which we suppress the sense of words while interpreting, and our ability to 
understand utterances in a text referring to subdomain(s) created elsewhere in the text. These 
conditions he calls 'sense selections.' 
 Example of sense selection;  He saw a bat on the lawn. 
'Bat' can here refer to either an animal or a kind of club used for sports. It is impossible to rule 
out either of the two meanings or 'senses' completely, therefore its' use is ambiguous - but not 
metaphorical. Contexts like these can easily occur, unless of course the reader has specific 
knowledge that only one could make sense. Lexical ambiguity – ambiguity where there are at 
least two sense, which are not suppressed – is a matter contextual indeterminacy (Bailin, 2008: 
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159). 
 
Bailin argues that the senses of words or phrases can be selected not only in the main domain, 
but also in its subdomains, therefore rather discussing sense selection and suppression in terms 
of a single pragmatic context; the process should be discussed in terms of domains and 
subdomains. Bailin elaborates: 
 
“Sense Suppression Condition 
A possible sense of a word or phrase will be suppressed only if there is no entity to which it can be taken 
to be applied in the domains or subdomains to which it can be applied.” (Bailin, 2008: 161) 
 
In most contexts though, there is no available metaphorical subdomain and if there is a sense 
that can be applied within the main domain, the reader does not posit such a subdomain. The 
applicability of this condition relies on the assumption, that the metaphorical subdomains 
created are accessible to the ambiguous word or phrase, and that a sense of these therefore can 
apply to this given subdomain. Bailin argues that once a subdomain has been opened – any 
subdomain – other statements in the same context can reference it. He states furthermore that 
the metaphorical subdomains are available not only to the metaphorically interpreted word in 
a generic context, but to semantic terms as well. Therefore, a previously stated metaphorical 
subdomain can be accessed by senses of words even when there is no explicit reference. (Bailin, 
2008: 165) 
He explains further: 
“Accessible Subdomain Condition 
If a proposition x in a text opens a subdomain, another proposition y in the immediate context can refer 
to the entities within it even if a proposition y does not explicitly designate the entities in the subdomain. 
“(Bailin, 2008: 165) 
 
This condition means that in effect the Sense Suppression Condition applies to metaphorical 
ambiguities, because it allows for the possibility that 'sense' can be a part of an interpretation 
of a text, if there is a subdomain to which it can apply – even if it doesn't apply to actual world 
of the text. Therefore, Bailin states will these two conditions together provide a simple way of 
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describing the mechanism of metaphorical/literal ambiguity. (Bailin, 2008: 165) 
 
Methodology 
To analyse the case novel I have chosen metaphorical criticism as the literary angle. It is 
characterised by analysing texts by locating metaphors within and evaluating those metaphors 
in an effort to better understand ways in which authors appeal to their audiences. In a broader 
sense, metaphoric criticism depicts the world described in the text by analysing the language 
and, in particular, the metaphors that are used. The notion that metaphors demonstrate 
worldviews I am taking into account by working with George Lakoff and Sonja K. Foss. 
 
The aim of metaphorical criticism is stated very well by Foss; “In social criticism, the critic’s intent 
is to use criticism as a vehicle to encourage public discussion about trends in the society, to evaluate a 
particular way of thinking and acting, or to convey the critic’s views of how society should be to others” 
(Foss, 1995: 6). She argues that this is true also for metaphorical criticism in relation to 
evaluation of language, metaphors how we use them and how they convey messages, correctly 
and incorrectly. 
 
Metaphorical criticism focuses on analysis of texts that use metaphors effectively or 
ineffectively as part of their argument structure. For example in the previously discussed text 
“Metaphors and War” George Lakoff analyses how President Bush’s adoption of a 'war' metaphor 
in order to discuss his approach to dealing with terrorism as opposed to a 'crime' metaphor 
becomes a barrier. Lakoff illustrates the power of the 'war' metaphor as it defines war as the 
only way to uphold national security. From within the war metaphor, being against war as a 
response was to be unpatriotic, to be against defending the nation and ones own people. 
Rhetorical critics would not only make these observations in their own criticism, but would 
also relate to the effect on the audience, and how the metaphor either enhances or challenges 
the audience’s worldview, which is what I aim to do in the following analyses of “Coonardoo – 
The Well in the Shadow.” 
 
In “Rhetorical Criticism”, Sonja K. Foss outlines a four-step procedure for applying metaphoric 
criticism to texts, which I will attempt on the case novel during the analysis: 
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1. First, the critic reads or views the entire text with specific attention to its context. 
2. Second, to the critic isolates the metaphor(s) within the text, both obvious and more 
subtle substitutions of meaning: The principal and secondary subjects of the metaphor, 
a method to analyse ways in which the related different objects actually share similar 
characteristics. 
3. Third, the critic sorts the metaphors and look for patterns of use within the text. The 
more comprehensive the text, the longer this step will take. 
4. The critic analyses the metaphor(s) or groups of metaphors in the text to reveal how 
their structure may affect the intended audience. Foss writes, "Here, the critic suggests 
what effects the use of the various metaphors may have on the audience and how the metaphors 
function to argue for a particular attitude toward the ideas presented." (Foss, 1995: 26) 
 
Foss sets up a rigid binary and asserts that the guidelines for what is included in an essay of 
criticism and how it should be written point to the essence of rhetorical criticism as an art, not 
an exact science. What is interesting about Foss’ methodology is that she seems to be 
prescribing a template for rhetorical analysis, yet still insists that the divisions are meant to be 
fluid and open to interpretation. 
 
She argues that one purpose of rhetorical criticism, is to understand a rhetorical artefact better 
and, consequently, to use that understanding to help others appreciate it or to change some 
aspect of the society that generated the rhetorical artefact. For example, the white view of 
black Australia. Nevertheless, criticism undertaken to comment on a particular issue, situation, 
or policy tends not to be enduring; its' importance and its' functions are immediate and do not 
linger. (Foss, 1995: 6). 
She writes, “rhetoric means the use of symbols to influence thought and action (…) it is simply an old 
term for what is now called communication.” (Foss, 1995: 10). Rhetoric for Foss does involve action 
on the part of a communicator; it involves making conscious decisions about what to do. 
However, Foss also states that rhetoric is not limited to spoken or written discourse, but that 
any message regardless of the form it takes or channel of communication it uses, is rhetoric. 
But this minimizes the point of view, that as one moves further away from the use of symbols 
with generally agreed upon meanings (words), towards the use of symbols with imprecise 
meanings – one finds that the intentions of the author or sender plays a lesser part in the 
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rhetorical exchange and the impressions of the receiver, in this case the reader, plays a greater 
role. 
Literary Analysis of “Coonardoo: The Well in the Shadow” 
 
The analysis will be parted in two main sections. Firstly, I will give a short summary of the 
book, and the most important characters that appear, following will be thematic overview and 
some notes about the author Katherine Prichard, and the reception of the novel by the 
audience when it was first published, in accordance with research question 2. Secondly we 
move on to the metaphorical/rhetorical criticism, where the methods described above will be 
applied to the metaphors, language and descriptions found within the text itself, accounting 
for different understandings, possible ambiguities and similarities between them. 
Summary of: “Coonardoo: The Well in the Shadow” 
The novel spans several decades in the lives of the black aborigines and their white employers 
on Wytaliba, a remote cattle station in the harsh and arid region of North West Australia, 
owned and managed first by the tough and gritty widow, Bessie Watt, and later by her son, 
Hugh Watt. Underlying a complex and densely packed narrative is the story of the unspoken 
and largely unfulfilled love between Coonardoo and Hugh. In their childhood, they play and 
ride together as apparent equals, but when Hugh returns to Wytaliba after completing his 
education on the west coast, he is clearly the white master and she the black servant. 
 
Although Coonardoo, in the meantime, has married Warieda, a leading tribesman, and has 
borne him children, her devotion to Hugh is unquestioning and wholehearted. To Hugh, 
however, love between the races is unthinkable. After Bessie Watt’s death, Hugh is stricken 
with grief and loneliness. Warieda, according to the tribal custom that allows a man to lend his 
wife to a friend, sends Coonardoo to comfort and console him. This is the only time that Hugh 
and Coonardoo make love. Coonardoo gives birth to Hugh’s son, Winni. Hugh, who by this time 
is married to Mollie, is secretly proud of the boy but takes great pains to conceal his paternity. 
This child fuels Hughie’s separation from his wife. She packs herself and her daughters off to 
Perth but eventually the eldest daughter Phyllis, who feels an overwhelming attachment to the 
north-west, returns. 
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As a frame for Coonardoo’s own story, the use of black women by white men extends from the 
predatory Sam Geary who keeps mistresses in fine clothes, to the pearling luggers that travel 
the coast with ‘black pearl’ on board, women to be used until, diseased, they were discarded. 
Ending up, as discarded black pearl is Coonardoo's terrible fate, since she has no place to go 
after being sent away from Wytaliba where she has spent her entire life. Hugh ends up lonely 
and bitter on his station, when his daughter leaves to marry outside station life, she being the 
last person left who can be said to care for him. 
Characters 
This section will only describe the most prominent of the characters having the most influence 
on the main plot of the novel; therefore, many of the minor characters will not be presented. 
Bessie Watt 
A strong and assertive woman, working all her life away for the station and loving the lonely 
life of the Nor-West. She is Hugh's mother, and does everything to give him a happy life, she 
treats the aborigines with a certain amount of accept of their culture and traditions but also 
with a firm belief in white superiority. The aborigines respect her leadership, but they also fear 
her. In many ways, especially after her death she becomes the unyielding spirit of Wytaliba. 
Hugh Watt 
As a child Hugh is active and playful, he does not feel above his aborigine friends and reacts to 
them as equal. As the story progresses however, the divide between the cultures seems to 
become the divide within himself. He works hard to make it work on the station, but he is torn 
by his love for Coonardoo and the inevitable denial of that love. This makes his happiness with 
his wife impossible and thus becomes the reason behind his misery and downfall. 
Mollie Watt 
Mrs. Watt is a grateful and hard-working woman when she first comes to Wytaliba, but with a 
very different way of looking at the aborigines than the rest of the white station people. 
Influenced by growing up in the town by the coast, she treats them as obviously beneath her 
and works them as slaves, in the belief she has the right to do so. In doing so, Mollie becomes 
the representation of the white view on aborigine life, in terms of 'otherness.' She acts the way 
she does, not out of malice, but out of the learned belief that she is above them. Her inability to 
give birth to a son sparks great frustration in the marriage, and she begins hating the life on 
Wytaliba, finding out about Coonardoo's son Winni becomes her perfect excuse to return to her 
hometown and not see her husband whom she has come to loathe. This also becomes a factor 
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whilst discussing gender in accordance with the book. The unspoken duty of the wife to carry a 
son to inherit the station, and the importance of it becomes the source of Mollie's feeling of 
inadequacy and discontent with her marriage. 
Coonardoo 
Coonardoo is a helpful, beautiful young woman who has dedicated her entire life to Hugh and 
Wytaliba. She has been trained as a maid in the house and has always been a favourite of both 
Bessie and Hugh. She is kind, devoted and sometimes portrayed a little naïve or childlike. She is 
the main character of the story, but has surprisingly little space in it that is her own, and is 
usually portrayed by others' description of her. She gives Hugh his only son, and continues to 
love him, even after he pushes her into a fire in rage because of her degradation through Sam 
Greary. Her tragedy is however not the issue of Greary's abuse but rather the constant denial 
she lives through whilst being at Hugh's side and the refusal to be recognised as lovable. 
Sam Greary 
Mr. Greary is in many ways the villain of the story. He has a well known inappropriate 
relationship with the blacks at his station, and has a regular black mistress that he replaces 
occasionally. He drinks, he is violent, he is rude and offensive and tends to draw out the worst 
in people around him. He also abuses Coonardoo sexually, and we get the distinct feeling that 
she is not the first one or the last. Sam is also greedy and has been out to get Wytaliba for 
years, even back when Bessie Watt was still alive. 
Themes 
The themes of the novel are many, but I will focus mainly on the biggest and most obvious of 
these, being the cultural differences, gender, country life and love. The aim is to give a 
constructive overview of the broader subjects represented in the novel, constituting the 
thematic framework within which we interpret the message of the author in the next chapter. 
Cultural differences 
The clear differences between the two cultures living side by side in the Nor-West are perhaps 
one of the largest. It is because of the vast abyss between aborigine ways of life together with 
the subject of race, and the white Australian ways that the love between our two main 
characters goes unfulfilled. It is the obstacle. However, this abyss is mostly perpetrated by 
Hugh, representing the white culture. Whilst he finds it embarrassing and feels guilty for 
fathering Coonardoo's son, she finds the bond much more natural in her culture. She sees no 
reason to compete with Mollie when she arrives, quite the contrary. 
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Mollie however, also representing the white Australian culture, cannot look at Coonardoo the 
same way when she finds out, and finds the need to compete and make Hugh choose between 
them.   
 
On Wytaliba it seems the aboriginal people can more or less live as they please with their own 
traditions at least when Bessie Watt is still around. She might not like their culture always, but 
in the grander scheme of things, she doesn't believe in interfering too much. She has brought 
up Hugh in the same belief, but always made the divide between the two very clear, especially 
concerning the parts she doesn't agree with: 
 
“And Mrs Bessie hated the initiation ceremonies which were performed during midsummer pink-eyes, 
sensing a sadism in them, a whipping up of sexual excitement in the cruelties practiced by the old men on 
boys and girls.” (Prichard, 1990: 27) 
 
Bessie seeks to civilise Coonardoo and to a lesser extent, the remainder of Coonardoo’s people, 
and encourage European values (Pritchard, 1990: 29). Whilst Mrs Bessie does this in such a way 
as to retain the respect of the Aboriginal people, the very action itself presents, the implication 
that Mrs Bessie believes her customs to be of higher value. These belief’s in which Bessie holds, 
are constantly referred to as ‘white woman’s prejudices’ (Pritchard, 1990: 25). Bessie also seems 
to speak with much ownership over the aboriginal people living on her station, constantly 
referring to them, and Coonardoo as ‘her people’ or ‘her natives’ (Pritchard, 1990: 18). 
 
Hugh appears to embrace and understand the ways and the traditions of the Aboriginal people, 
but it becomes evident in his treatment of Coonardoo and her people, that he does not 
recognise their equilibrium with his own race on a psychological level. 
Gender 
Examining the vast difference between European Australian women and Aboriginal women as 
represented in "Coonardoo". European Australian Women were still considered inferior to men 
but Aboriginal women, it would appear, are represented a step below. Aboriginal women in 
"Coonardoo" are considered inferior to white women. This is reflected in Hugh’s wife Molly’s 
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treatment of Coonardoo and Meenie, in her insistence that they call her ‘mam’ and behave as 
servants (Pritchard, 1990: 110) 
 
In addition to this, the expectation in the story of Aboriginal women having to leave the house 
and go to the ‘woodheap’ whenever a white women is present, also demonstrates great 
inequality between Indigenous women and white women at that time. Also evident in 
Coonardoo, which is a shocking and confronting element, is the violent altercation that occurs 
towards the end of the novel, where both Chitali and Hugh beat Bardi and Coonardoo after 
discovering their betrayal (Pritchard, 1990: 223). It is stated in the novel that this kind of 
treatment of a woman is accepted by Aboriginal men, and although it is acknowledged that 
Hugh’s treatment of Coonardoo may have been quite harsh, it is also stated that Hugh was 
“within his rights” to behave as he did (Pritchard, 1990: 223). 
 
This incident is the most confronting in the story, but does prompt recollection of previous 
incidents where women have been mistreated. The incident in which Crossley and Geary came 
to having sexual relations with the Bardi and Coonardoo was quite an invasive situation. Both 
men speak of the women as possessions when discussing who was going to have Coonardoo. 
There is also a sense that both of the women are resistant toward the men’s advances, which is 
evident when Coonardoo hides herself, up the end of the house, and Bardi struggles with 
Crossley’s advances (Pritchard, 1990: 216). 
In addition, the main white female characters are strong, competent, resilient and intelligent. 
They smoke cigarettes, wear trousers, run stations, drive cars, ride horses and muster cattle; 
this is just not the case for the aborigine women. 
 
Love 
I now come to look at intimate relationships between Indigenous Australians, and white 
Australians, as demonstrated with Hugh and Coonardoo. Towards the end of "Coonardoo", once 
Hugh claims her for his own, it becomes clear that there is a massive feeling of shame within 
Hugh’s perspective of his feelings for her. He is happy to claim her as ‘his woman’ but is 
reluctant to treat their bond as an intimate one, which is of course what leads Coonardoo to 
seek satisfaction of her needs from Geary (Prichard, 1990: 216). Despite having a son together, 
it seems that Hugh considers his one sexual encounter with Coonardoo to be something of a 
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mistake. He experiences moments of guilt where he is weary of Australia's harsh environment 
and so he reassures himself that Coonardoo, an aboriginal woman on her own, will be ok:  
 
“No harm would come to her out in the ranges. Was she not part of the place and the life? But what a 
blank her being away made in life at the homestead where she had been! Could anyone believe a man, a 
sane man, would feel like that about a gin?” (Prichard, 1990: 228). 
 
This viewpoint perpetuates Prichard's awareness of racism in the 1920s where romantic 
relations between black and white people could not endure. Using Indigenous Australian 
women as sexual objects as evidenced by Sam's actions in the novel. 
 
Country life 
With Coonardoo, Prichard depicts an image of the north-west landscape that is vibrant and 
authentic. Her poetic metaphors are stunning. The wild To-Morrow ranges is where Wytaliba 
lies. I am inclined to think that the region where Prichard’s story is set is the heart of the book; 
that is, that the book’s central character is a place, an area, a setting, a harsh and violent eco-
system which even the black people find hard and white people who are unaccustomed to it 
find atrocious. Hugh brings Mollie to Wytaliba, but, although she doesn’t repeat his former 
fiancée’s dismal failure, she is unsuited to station life, having next to no sympathy for, nor 
interest in, the black people. Hugh and his mother, who love Wytaliba, realise full well that any 
whites who live there must accept that the land is more than those who claim to own it: that is, 
they must accept a new creed incorporating much that the black people take for granted. 
 
The first thing to say is that the north-west is a male frontier. The blacks are there in equal 
numbers of men and women, so their social life includes ways of managing sexuality and family 
relationships, which have been tested over thousands of years. This is not so for the whites. 
Bessie Watt is an anomaly in this, and her son unfortunately isn't like her, suited for the vast 
loneliness though he should be, therefore the Australian outback is characterised rather as a 
place that can isolate and damage individuals mentally, physically and financially via distance 
and climate. 
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Author and audience 
Australia was a very different country in 1929. It was between wars and at the start of the Great 
Depression. Prichard first published the book in serial form in the “Bulletin”, under the name of 
Jim Ashburton (Modjeska, 1990: 4). You can imagine the impact this must have had, given the 
state of literature at the time. It was the first book of this period to capture the deep-seated 
prejudice of white Australia through an exposé of interracial sexuality. People were shocked to 
the core; the “Bulletin” received hundreds of letters of protest. 
 
More progressive writers, like Vance Palmer, were worried that Prichard would ruin their 
chances of having more candid works published (Modjeska, 1990: 4). Instead, the opposite 
happened. It paved the way for a type of fiction that tried to capture the interior life of 
aboriginal characters and/or represented them as social beings. Prichard, for better or worse, 
was instrumental in driving a largely ignored or grossly misrepresented people to a place of 
social protest in Australian literature. Although far from perfect in today’s political climate, 
“Coonardoo” attempts to challenge the conventional modes of Australian writing. 
 
However, Prichard's good intentions and great success, reality of Indigenous people was not 
reflected in works of Australian fiction eighty years ago. Emphasis was placed on settlers 
battling courageously against a backdrop of natural hazards, aboriginal people being one of 
them. There was also other fiction that mocked Indigenous Australians, and a spate of romantic 
narratives trivialising their history as a bygone era, nostalgic recollections. The ‘black velvet’ 
sexual metaphor of Aboriginal women – designed to assert their exoticism to white men, was 
also part of this literature (Modjeska, 1990: 7). 
 
Overall, there was very little attempt to question accepted stereotypes. Rarely were aboriginal 
people portrayed as distinct characters. “Coonardoo” changed that. By having aboriginal 
characters as identifiable entities with positive human traits, Prichard single-handedly flipped 
the coin from exoticness to exploitation. 
 
Nevertheless, that doesn't mean her work reflected the reality that the aborigine people was 
living in around her. In the 1920, they were denied access to higher education and given menial 
jobs, which paid little or nothing at all and left girls and women prone to repeated sexual 
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abuse. In the same year as “Coonardoo” was published, the Queensland Protector of Aborigines 
recommended to the federal government that Aboriginal people be assimilated into white 
society (Modjeska, 1990: 13). 
 
Eight years later, with the assimilation policy firmly in place, children fathered by white men 
were taken away from their mothers and bought up in various, often brutal, institutions. These 
people are now known as the Stolen Generations (Modjeska, 1990: 14). Prichard does 
characterise Coonardoo as a complex aboriginal person in an attempt to humanise the 
indigenous Australians, but this is contested and simultaneously reinforced by Prichard's 
sometimes confusing personification of her subversion to the dominant ideology of 1926, for 
example represented by Hugh and Mollie Watt. 
Metaphoric and rhetoric criticism of: “Coonardoo: The Well in the Shadow” 
To begin the metaphoric criticism of the novel it is relevant to note that I have read the novel 
whilst looking for metaphors of interest and highlighted these. Some may have eluded me and 
therefore the analysis of these metaphors are to be understood on basis of their own value. 
Collectively they will represent the novel, but only based on the specific rhetorical phrases I 
have chosen to analyse. Another analysis of different metaphors may give a very different 
depiction of the novel as a whole. Applying Foss' method, having read and highlighted the 
metaphors already I will now attempt to sort them and analyse them first separately and then 
generally. Following is the metaphors sorted into patterns of use; 
Metaphorical and rhetorical patterns on aborigine life and behaviour 
1. “Ted Watt was as good-natured a man as stepped, until he got drunk, everybody agreed. But he 
could not stand liquor, went mad, ran amuck like an Afghan, or a black, when he had a few drinks 
in.” (Prichard, 1995; 12) 
This metaphor is popularly called a simile. It’s a figure of speech that directly compares two 
things through the explicit use of connecting words such as like, as, so.  This specific metaphor 
suggests that to “run amuck” is something the “blacks” do. It directly compares a white man’s 
erratic behaviour after drinking with that of the behaviour of an Afghan or an aborigine – 
uninfluenced by alcohol. It generalises not only the aborigine peoples of Australia but also 
includes the Afghan people of an entirely different continent. 
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2. “She had glimpsed another world, the world mystic, elusive, sensual and vital of this primitive 
people's imagination.” (Prichard, 1995: 24) 
This rhetorical phrase describes the aborigine people as primitive, but it holds an ambiguity in 
the way that it also depicts their world as mystic and sensual, which is not necessarily negative. 
Prichard may use this rhetorically to emphasise that the aborigine culture is free of the 
restrictions on sensuality and the lack of spirituality that govern the white culture of Australia. 
 
3. “Poor degraded wretches, treated like dogs, worse than dogs, they were, on stations farther south 
and nearer the coast. Dirty, diseased, ill natured, lost to their tribal laws and customs, he had 
seen them, remnants of a dying race, drifting about the up-country towns and settlements along 
the coast” (Prichard, 1995: 143) 
Again, the simile appears comparing the aborigines to dogs, or at least the treatment of them. 
The quote also states that they are “lost to their tribal laws and customs,” though what is 
meant by 'lost' is not specified. It indicates a sort of cultural bewilderment as if they have 'lost' 
their way in life, therefore they are drifting about. This also presents a sense of ambiguity, 
because at one point the phrasing indicates sympathy and pity with the natives, describing 
them as 'degraded' and 'poor,' but at the same time words like 'dirty', 'ill natured' and to some 
degree 'diseased' states a negative representation, that might even be interpreted as disgust. 
 
4. “The black's singing was a communication, a language of the senses, remote and aboriginal. 
Infinitely, irresistibly Hugh felt it.” (Prichard, 1995: 85) 
Here the representation of the aboriginal culture is somewhat positive, described as a 
'language of the senses,' but also a distant language, a remote one. Somehow, it is not available 
to the understanding of Hugh as white man, though still he is drawn to it, and feels it. Again, it 
may be that Prichard indirectly praises the aboriginal culture, for a sensibility the white 
culture does not possess. 
 
As to describe how this group of metaphors and rhetoric phrases depicts the general outlook, 
the novel has or suggests to readers, it is fair to say the least it is ambiguous. Whilst describing 
the aborigine culture as somewhat alien, mystic and closer to the natural way of life, it is also 
described as primitive, beastly and lustful. The ambiguity appears in the twilight between what 
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is viewed as proper and improper by white culture, not in accordance with what is necessarily 
right or wrong. 
 
Prichard's rhetorical and metaphorical thoughts as conveyed through these examples, do not 
directly depict aborigine culture as 'bad,' but rather as underdeveloped, it does not demonise 
but condescends their way of life. Much as Lakoff describes in “Metaphors and War” less 
industrious cultures especially in Third World countries are viewed as childish with a need for 
guidance from the more industrious ones. This notion is clear throughout the metaphors used 
to describe aborigine culture in the novel, and to some degree also directly the nature of the 
main character, as Coonardoo is often described as childish or naïve, as will be shown in the 
next paragraph. 
 
Also this alienation and the view of aborigines as a people to be ruled over by the more 
industrious white people, is a prime example of 'otherness' and how the knowledge/power 
discourse determines the right to define the identity of the 'Other'. The rhetorical thought 
behind Prichard's language is influenced heavily by the style of thought Said calls Orientalism; 
British knowledge of aboriginal culture is aboriginal culture for Prichard. Like Balfour, she does 
not challenge British superiority; she takes it for granted.  However, this may not, or rather is 
probably not her intention. She cannot detach herself from the circumstances of her life, 
religion, class or era of fiction. The link between the authors’ ideology and the literature 
formed by her is inevitable. 
Metaphorical and rhetorical patterns on Coonardoo as the aborigine main character 
1. “This is Coonardoo,” Hughie told his wife. “You know I told you, she was mothers’ pet girl and 
looked after me when I had a fever.” (Prichard, 1995: 134) 
Here Coonardoo is described as the former station matron's “pet girl.” The reader knows that 
she is not an animal, and therefore cannot be a pet; however, she is described as such. There is 
an ambiguity here as well, since what follows this description is stating the fact that she has 
taken care of Hugh while he was ill, which is not viewed as a negative representation, but a 
depiction of loyalty and empathy. However, not as a friend but rather as a faithful pet. 
 
2. “She was a stake, something to hang on to. More than that, the only stake he could hang on to. He 
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had to remind himself of her dark skin and race. Hugh had never been able to think of Coonardoo 
as alien to himself. She was the old playmate; a force in the background of his life, silent and 
absolute. Something primitive, fundamental, nearer than he to the source of things: the well in 
the shadows.” (Prichard, 1995: 186) 
This is the first time Coonardoo is being called by the meaning of her name; the well in the 
shadows. A metaphor, which describes both her isolation, her depth and the vitality of life, she 
represents to Hugh. She is described as a stake to hang on to, the one constant in his life. Still 
an ambiguity appears in calling her primitive, and yet “nearer to the source of things” than he 
is, again in correspondence with the metaphor of her name. 
  
3. “Coonardoo's eyes swung on her, the bright beautiful eyes of a wild animal in their thick yellow 
whites. A childs eyes.” (Prichard, 1995: 223) 
“The child's shadowy eyes, her air of a faithful deserted animal, sprang a train of thought which had 
been haunting Mrs Bessie.” (Prichard, 1995: 34) 
Both these metaphors depicts Coonardoo on one hand as a child, on the other as an animal, 
again the comparison to a loyal pet, used earlier may be along the same lines as these. The 
ambiguity here is the same, not inherently negative, but can be viewed as condescending or to 
some degree belittling. 
 
4. “Coonardoo was slow and lazy, there was no doubt about it. She did not scrub the tables quite 
clean, or sew as neatly as she might have done.” (Prichard, 1995: 16) 
In this rhetoric, there is no ambiguity; Coonardoo is described as being lazy and slow. Later in 
the same paragraph, it is noted that what cures her of this, is her devotion to Hugh, since Mrs 
Bessie makes it clear to her, which she teaches her these things so that she might be fit to take 
care of him in the future. 
 
5. “Dark and silent she stood beside him, then returned again to the other end of the veranda; a lay 
down to sleep on the ground near by, writhing against it, a prey to all the tugging and vibrating 
instincts of her primordial hunger.” (Prichard, 1995: 274) 
“Yet male to her female, she could not resist him. Her need of him was as great as the dry earth's 
for rain.” (Prichard, 1995: 281) 
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Here a metaphor describes Coonardoo as being a prey to her instincts, in this case her sexual 
desire and need for physical attention. It describes her as being a lustful being, not in control of 
her instinctive needs, which can be viewed as a weakness, but also liberating, therefore 
creating an ambiguity. Another metaphor also connected to sexual tension, describes her need 
as the dry earth's need for rain, something she cannot resist.   
 
As a personal representation of an aborigine woman, as viewed by white society, Coonardoo as 
a character is probably spot on. However, as a representation of aborigine women in general, 
she probably has very little to do with reality. Prichard's rhetoric makes her appear like a loyal, 
childlike pet to her white owners. Her best traits are her devotion, her empathy and her 
diligence, but these are all shown in how she acts towards her 'owners.' We never hear 
Coonardoo's own thoughts or reflections on her world or the situations she is in. She has no 
voice of her own as is settled with the selfhood Prichard and her white characters construct for 
her. As Spivak very rightly states; if the subaltern cannot speak, the female subaltern is even 
more deeply in shadow, even more so because its' consciousness is always being constructed 
from positions outside of itself, like Coonardoo. 
 
However, she is constructed as a character with stronger traits than for example Mollie, being 
able to love and serve the land of Wytaliba, but weak enough to succumb to her primitive 
desires as they are described by Prichard. The ambiguity in this is that the sexual customs of 
the aborigine people are on one hand improper, as viewed by Mrs Bessie for example, but also 
they are liberating. These customs are intertwined with equal parts fascination perhaps even 
longing, and equal parts shame and disgust for our white privileged male, Hugh - perhaps here, 
representing white Australia. 
 
The Coonardoo character's description as childlike and loyal makes us pity her, rather than 
root for her as a main character. Prichard's metaphorical pattern in her characterisation of 
Coonardoo depicts her as a victim to her surroundings. Even when she is taking care of others, 
it is always in the guise of a faithful dog-like servant, never as a powerful saviour or as an equal 
friend or partner. 
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Metaphorical and rhetorical patterns on the representation of gender 
1. “He was almost amused to see Mumae, the woman who was like a man, as he thought of her, so 
concerned and making terms with him.” (Prichard, 1995: 54) 
“Oh, it's a mans country,” Mollie wailed. “What they all say is quite right. It's only what a man 
wants, matters out here. A woman can go mad, or clear out, for all anybody cares.” (Prichard, 
1995: 221) 
“It went to prove what Sam Greary was always talking about, the weakness and unfitness of 
white women for the hard and lonely life of the Nor-West.” (Prichard, 1995: 264) 
Here a metaphor is used to compare Mrs Bessie to a man. Her right to make terms with Joe 
Koonerra about Coonardoo, rights normally a man would have, Mrs Bessie enforces. She is 
described as being of a certain special kind, because she as white woman is able to do well in 
the Nor-West. A sturdy and hardworking woman is therefore being 'like a man' emphasising 
that because she is not weak, and not beaten by the harsh life, as would otherwise be 
considered female traits - she must be male. In addition, Mollie describes the Nor-West as a 
'mans country' showing the contrast between her and Mrs Bessie, whilst Mollie is the 
conventional 'weak' white woman and Mrs Bessie is 'like a man.' 
 
2. “Rather have Sheba, meself, or Coonardoo. Gins work out better in this country. They don't rouse, 
and you know where you are with them.” (Prichard, 1995: 165) 
This rhetoric is interesting because as formerly stated, the females are depicted as 'too weak' 
for the country, but here Sam Greary states that aborigine women do better. That they are 
'stronger' in some ways, than the white women are. This notion is reinforced later by Mollie 
stating, that she wishes she was like Coonardoo and could stand living at the station and be 
content with the hard work and life of Wytaliba (Prichard, 1995: 251). However, an ambiguity 
also arises when he goes on to describe how the aborigine women 'don't rouse,' thereby stating 
his perceived dominance over them, not just as black but also as black women. 
 
3. “He might take her by the shoulders and shake her till her neck was nearly broken, or but his 
hands round her throat, threatening to strangle her. But a stick, or a boot, he would only use on a 
gin. Mollie would never get those.” (Prichard, 1995: 171) 
This describes how domestic abuse is not uncommon, but the difference between white and 
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black women is still visible. Whereas a white woman will still experience abuse, it is not as 
degrading as the abuse a black women would suffer. Much like the metaphorical thought of 
Coonardoo as pet or wild animal, her punishment would reflect that of one. 
 
4. “Happy to be sex-free; to be living in the rough hard way of men, with a sense of independence 
and exhilaration in the courage and skill required for the work she was doing, she had sunk into 
her place in the camp.” (Prichard, 1995: 213) 
Rhetorically this phrase is interesting because it shows, unlike Mollie's and Mrs Bessie's 
representation of white women in the Nor-West, that Phyllis is content with her life as a 'man'. 
She openly enjoys that she is not restrained by the conventional ideas of what a woman can 
and cannot do or withstand in the harsh country, and that she too can acquire the 
'independence', 'courage' and 'skill' it takes to live at Wytaliba, even though she is a white 
woman. 
5. “That's all right, Youie, me boy! Eleven, I've got, eleven of 'em! Talk about the patriarchs.” 
(Prichard, 1995: 155) 
“No.” Greary's voice, thick and insistent, soared and foundered. “Coonardoo's mine. You can have 
Bardi.” (Prichard, 1995: 236) 
Here the rhetoric suggests that Greary has ownership of his black women, he proudly talks 
about the number he owns, as a sort of harem and even refers to the patriarchs, as if he 
compares himself to them. Whether or not the ownership proposed by the rhetoric is based on 
race or gender is unclear, but I argue that the ownership suggested in these quotes is doubly 
enforced on the basis that they are both aborigine and female, which is in accordance with 
Spivak's notion. 
 
The rhetoric and metaphorical pattern describing gender, and differences between genders in 
“Coonardoo” generally distinguishes between the aborigine and the white woman. Though the 
white woman rules over the aborigine, as Mollie does over 'her natives,' she cannot stand the 
life of the Nor-West. A country described as being only fit for a man – or aborigines. The 
ambiguity lies in the different perceptions of weakness; white women are unfit for the harsh 
life, they are viewed as dainty and fragile. The aborigine women are fit for the harsh country, 
but weak in the sense that they are childish, primitive and lazy. Both are however 'owned' by 
men, only the aborigine women are both owned by aborigine and white men. 
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It could be argued that Prichard would attempt to liberate the 'Other,' in this case the aborigine 
woman, and to enable her to articulate the parts of herself that fall outside what the dominant 
discourse has constituted as her identity. Nevertheless, that attempt according to Spivak, 
cannot succeed. The subaltern, the 'other,' cannot speak. Moreover, it cannot be liberated to 
speak by authorship of a privileged white woman. If this is indeed Prichard's aim with the 
novel, her rhetoric fails this intention miserably, not only according to the depiction of the 
general gender differences and comparisons that states a strong assertive woman must be 'like 
a man' – but perhaps even more in the sense that her, otherwise so controversial, aborigine 
female main character has no inner dialogue, no thoughts or opinions of her own mentioned 
throughout the novel. 
 
Discussion 
Following will be a discussion of the novel based on the findings of the literary analysis, the 
purpose is to uncover different perspectives on the ambiguities and arguments the metaphoric 
and rhetoric criticism. Another aim is to compare the results and perspectives with those of the 
theories previously described in the project, in order to attempt to answer the research 
questions. 
 
The ways the native Australian culture is presented in the novel through the choices of 
language, descriptions and metaphors are quite disturbing to a reader in 2015. They are 
presented as lazy, childish and somewhat beastly. In addition, they have no way of 
communicating with the reader, even though there are several prominent aborigine 
characters. Prichard does not display their personal thoughts or reflections, and they are 
completely dependent on the identity that are given to them by their white counterparts. The 
white characters are not as interesting; though it is through them, the story is told. They seem 
to have little depth or are quite ordinary.  
 
The excitement often only appears in the clashes between the aborigine and the white 
characters, but the white characters never walk away from these clashes with a better 
understanding, and the aborigine's usually just go back to the uloo and continue their life in 
content submission. Hugh as being the representation of white Australia becomes very 
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interesting in this constellation. The point about Hugh is that he is a decent man. That is the 
indictment Prichard makes of him. In the 1920's a decent man believed miscegenation was 
morally wrong, and that the Aborigines, a dying race, should be treated fairly and with 
kindness. Because of his decency, this decency, Hugh denied his own feelings, and his own 
sexuality, and ignored, or failed to recognise Coonardoo’s. Unable to acknowledge what has 
passed between them, he hurts his legitimate white wife and himself; he brings terrible misery 
to Coonardoo and, ultimately, the destruction of the Aboriginal community on his station. He 
stands condemned not as a brute, but in the weakness and blindness of his own repressed 
obedience to unquestioned moral standards. That is a much harder indictment for a decent 
white Australian audience t bear. They could be shocked by the men who rape and abuse, for 
they were not them; or so they told themselves. Hugh was an average Australian man, better 
than average, a decent man like his decent readers, themselves no strangers to the failures of 
love. 
 
Therefore based on the introductional essay by Modjeska, it seems relevant to mention the 
audience perceived this novel in 1929, as quite controversial. However, not because of a sexual 
relationship between a white man and an aborigine woman, though these relationships were 
not viewed as proper, they were not uncommon. The protests were concerned with the fact of 
the lovestory between Hugh and Coonardoo, a relation that seemed not just provocative but 
rather impossible at the time of the publishing of the novel. The notion that a white man, a 
station owner with land none the less, could have genuine feelings for an aborigine woman was 
quite unheard of. It can definitely be argued that Prichard presents a view on interracial 
romance previously undiscovered by Australian literature. However, the way she does it, as 
both Said and Lakoff states, is inevitably coloured by her ideology, her time, class and society 
around her. The problem arises like Lakoff states, when Prichard's use of metaphors and 
rhetoric hides realities about what she is trying to describe. The widespread acceptance of 
these ways of illustrating aboriginal culture is what Bailin refers to as the assumptions of truth. 
How does these metaphors, these rhetorical phrases, differ from the understanding of very 
tangible realities? Said argues, that because of environment, class and surrounding 
circumstances they always will. 
 
Because of that fact, and if we are to believe Spivak's conclusion on the question of whether or 
not the subaltern has a voice whatsoever, it can be argued that Prichard is trapped by her own 
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superiority. Being so, her rhetoric and the metaphorical thoughts behind the language she uses 
enforces rather than challenges the prejudices of the aborigine people and their culture. Based 
on the analysis, these broadly being the perception of them as primitive animals, as naïve 
children dependant on the guidance and enlightenment benevolently provided by white 
Australia, and the view on women, especially aborigine women, as being submissive objects of 
use to the white man. 
 
The rather obvious choices Prichard makes, does reveal a courageous attempt to let the 
subaltern speak; the choice of participants in the romance plot, the choice of main character 
and title etc. but the less obvious choices on a closer look says otherwise. The authors’ clear 
intent cannot be proven, but according to Foss, rhetoric involves actions on the 
communicators’ part, and thus as conscious decision about what to write.  
 
But as Bailin states, the main domain of a novel can be considered informatively to be whatever 
the reader assumes true in relation to the text, including the help of non-textual background 
knowledge and assumptions that the reader also take to be true. Until very recently, this is the 
view that the majority of the reading public had access to. It is the dominant voice of non-
Indigenous people representing Indigenous people. Historically, it was rare to have Aboriginal 
people speaking for and about themselves. Well-intentioned, ill-informed and self-proclaimed 
experts overran their voices. Because the opinions of these people are the loudest and most 
prevalent, the public has tended to take them as truth. 
 
Thus, whatever Prichard has had of intentions, the reception of the novel in accordance with 
the non-textual cultural circumstances in which it was published, would inevitably be 
considered provoking and liberating for the aborigine people in 1929, but also inevitably 
considered ignorant and prejudiced by the audience of 2015. Simply because of the changes in 
what the reader takes to be true, both considering the choices of rhetoric and representation 
that must have seemed so normal in 1929, but also considering the vast change in the 
surrounding circumstances within which the novel is read 86 years after.  
 
One could ask then if the linguistic choices of style, rhetoric and metaphors poses a real change 
in the representation; whether or not the obvious choices count more on the positive side of 
Bachelorproject House 46.3 E20154 
St. number: 49451  English Characters: 77.103 
  36 
the representation, than the stylistic choices count on the negative. I argue that it is a matter 
of perspective; whether or not the novel represents aborigine culture negatively or positively, 
and whether or not the novel had a liberating effect on 1929 society and view on aborigine 
culture are two very different questions. Furthermore, one does not necessarily exclude the 
other. I argue that the novel has indeed had a large, liberating and therefore positive impact on 
the perception of aborigine culture in 1929, but that impact is long gone. 
 
The cultural battle has moved arena, from the obvious to the discrete, making it so much more 
complicated. To have an interracial love story is no longer as provoking as it once was, it is no 
longer enough to categorise a novel as proactive in the fight against prejudice. The standards 
have changed with time, and in accordance with the new standards, “Coonardoo” fails to 
impress the reader of 2015. “Coonardoo” maybe be clichéd and misrepresentative by today’s 
standards, but if we look at the book in the broader context of when it was written, it is much 
bigger than the sum of its parts. Nevertheless, with the distance of 86 years, we can also see 
how much has changed. Writing about Coonardoo afflicts one, therefore, with a strange case of 
double vision. On the one hand, there is the radical and passionate view from 1926, and once 
again, I raise my hat to Katharine Susannah Prichard. On the other hand, there are the 
assumptions and procedures she accepted and we do not, the language she could use and we 
would not; and the lapses and silences that would not, and could not, have been heard then, but 
which startle us now. 
Conclusion 
Based on the literary analysis made in this project, and with the background perspectives of 
the theorists, a conclusion will have to be furthermore ambiguous. The novel presents both a 
negative and positive outlook on the aborigine culture through both characters, choices and 
metaphorical and rhetorical use of language. It can be concluded though, that rhetoric and the 
use of metaphors does have a great impact on how we read post-colonial literature today. A 
heightened awareness of the patterns behind the words we read has become evident to the 
critic and to the reader of 2015, an awareness that holds immense power to define, to construct 
and deconstruct prejudices, identity and perceptions of 'otherness.' Not disregarding the 
obvious choices of plot, title and main character, the linguistic choices I dare conclude are the 
strongest tools in the construction of truth/knowledge equals power – relations and the 
discourse of selfhood. 
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I conclude that however metaphoric or rhetoric thought might be used to understand it, reality 
does exist outside it, even though one cannot express notions of it without being influenced. 
However, what metaphorical thought behind language actually does is, that it draws attention 
to, and focuses on what we already take to be the truth, it restricts what would perhaps other-
wise be clearer, and it therefore provides the receiver with a rather biased and self-reinforcing 
way of understanding reason. 
 
Further research 
As for further research, it would be interesting to extend the field of research and analyse a 
variety of post-colonial novels this way. Metaphoric and rhetoric criticism could be used to 
map out the vast differences in cultural perception through literature from colonial time till 
present day and give a historiographic overview of how literature can change ideological and 
cultural perceptions and prejudices, but also make clear its' limitations of inevitable influence 
from non-textual background. Another possibility would also be to compare post-colonial 
literature from different places in the world, to analyse possible differences between them, or 
possible similarities in the ambiguous representations of the 'Other,' or possibly if a more 
modern view seems more appealing, one could analyse speeches given in the media about 
places of perceived 'otherness' like the Middle East. 
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